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MEMORANDUM OF CONVERSATION 


PARTICIPANTS: President Nguyen Van Thieu 

Vice President Tran Van Huong 
Prime Minister Tran Thien Khiem 
Foreign Minister Tran Van Lam 
Presidential Adviser Nguyen Phu Due 
Presidential Secretary Hoang Due Nha 

Ambassador Ellsworth Bunker 
Major General Alexander M. Haig, Jr. 
Mr. John D. Negroponte 

TIME & PLACE: October 4, 1972, Independence Palace, 

Saigon, Viet-Nam. 


1. President Thieu opened the meeting by saying that they wished 
to present the GVN analysis of the communist September 26 Peace 
Proposal and of the U. S. Proposals presented by General Haig on 
October 2. The elements of both plans had been illustratively 
diagramed on wall charts in Vietnamese.. Mr. Nha then gave a 
translation in English of the descriptive analysis of the proposals 
which was in effect an enumeration of the main elements of each. 

In the case of our October 2 proposals, the five variants of October 2 
were included (see Memorandum attached). 


2. President Thieu then commented on the communist proposal of 
September 26. He pointed out that under Point 4 of this proposal, 
the U. S. and the DRV first agree on all points of principle; that 
the communists still maintain their proposals for a government of 
national concord; that in effect they propose to abolish. all institutions 
existing in the GVN and start with a completely new government; 
that the method for membership proposed for the composition of 
the GNC is arbitrary. Thieu concluded that, now that the com- 
munists have disclosed the details of their proposal, it appeared 
*to be more "vicious" than their previous proposals - it appears 


that they had "ambushed" Dr. Kissinger. 
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3. In commenting on our counter-proposals of October 2, Thieu 
made the following points: 

a) A Committee of National Reconciliation, while not a 
government, in essence has the same spirit in that it is 
comprised: of the same three components. 

b) The election of a Constituent Assembly and the draft- 
ing of a new Constitution does away with existing South 
Vietnamese institutions and with the GVN. Thieu said 
that he wished to make it clear that there was no problem 
about his own resignation, he has never wanted to be an 
obstacle to a solution, but that by the abolition of the 
regime, all present government institutions will be 
abolished. 

c) In commenting on the alternative providing for presi- 
dential election followed by review of the Constitution, 

Thieu commented that a new element included election of 
a National Assembly. The result of this proposal, there- 
fore, would be that there would come into existence a new 
President, a new government, a new National Assembly, 
and a new Constitution. In other words, a replacement of 
all present institutions. 

d) Thieu then called attention to the communist statements 
of September 11 and 15, which were almost identical to 
their Point 4 despite the mutual agreement to keep the 
contents of the talks secret. He pointed out also that at 
the last plenary session, the communists had advocated 
an electoral choice which could result in a parliamentary 
system. 

e) Thieu then observed that he feared that the communists 
and France were now colluding to form a tripartite govern- 
ment. While Pompidou's statement was an improvement 
over Schumann's position, he nevertheless had added that 
three elements existed in South Viet- Nam, and that the 

U. S. and the DRV were now talking about methods, thus 
inferring that there was an agreement in principle on the 
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fact of the existence of the three elements. Thieu pointed 
out also that there are elements in South Viet- Nam among 
the opposition who have been discussing among themselves 
principles of a government of national concord. He sug- 
gested that the U.. S. be cautious in dealing with the French. 

4. General Haig replied that in our view President Pompidou’s 
statement had been constructive and had served to put the French 
position in a better balance; we believe that it is the result of Dr. 
Kissinger's talk with President- Pompidou in September. 

5. Vice President Huong then made a number of comments on the 
communist approach to negotiations. The communist effort has 
always been directed at making the U. S. accept their demands, 

e. g. , they got the U. S. to agree to accept the NLF as a party to 
the talks, thus giving them recognition as a political entity. The 
communists have demanded U. S. withdrawal while North Viet-Nam 
has obligated itself to do nothing in return, thus depicting the U. S. 
as the invader. It follows that it is the duty of the Vietnamese to 
drive out the IL S. Thus North Viet-Nam poses as the big brother 
who will settle the problems between the other two elements. 

6. We should ask ourselves if we can still believe what the com- 
munists say; they have done-nothing in return for the cessation of 
bombing. Regarding the GNC, we should not be misled by the 
principle of unanimity; we should look to the example of Czechoslo- 
vakia and Laos. The Vice President concluded by saying that he 
understands the communists; he was formerly a leader of the 
resistance movement and had been elected to the Senate in Hanoi. 

7. General Haig then said he wished to comment on our concept 
of negotiations and the objectives which have guided us in Paris: 


- Our purpose has been to avoid being put in a position in 
which critics in the U. S. can accuse us of being unwilling 
to accept a settlement. He emphasized the importance of 
this, remarking on some of the close votes the Administra- 


tion had had in Congress. Contrary to the concerns which 
the GVN had expressed in our discussions, we have had two 
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objectives: a) To be able to conduct the talks, and b) to 
assure that any solution will provide for a continuance of 
the GVN; that it will be in control of the realities of power. 

- Up to now, the DRV has played into our hands in their 
demands for the resignation of President Thieu and the 
dismantlement of the GVN. There has, however, been a 
slow evolution of the communist position. They have made 
some concessions, moving away from outright demand for 
the overthrow, of the GVN.- Their proposals, of course, are 
still unacceptable, but if we do not respond with counter- 
proposals, we will be accused of unwillingness to seek a 
settlement. This will place us in an untenable position, 
especially with Congress. The issue is whether we are 
going to be able to continue our policy of military assistance 
and of bombing and mining the North until Hanoi comes for- 
ward with reasonable proposals. If President Nixon has to 
be informed that we cannot agree on our counter- proposals, 
we will be faced with a crisis which can only hurt both our 
governments. 

- The communists have always put great emphasis on the 
realities of power. We think that our counter- proposals 
will ensure that the realities of power will remain in the 
hands of the GVN and will ensure its survival. In agreeing 
to the principle of unanimity, the other side has agreed that 
any individual can have veto power. The GVN, therefore, 
will have to be satisfied on all the details of the composition 
and operation of the CNR. In reality - if not in form - we 
have provided for the retention of power in the hands of the 
GVN.: On the other hand, if we are prevented by GVN in- 
transigence from being able to continue military assistance 
and economic support, we will both be placed in a very dif- 
ficult position. ” 

- We believe if we can go with the Constituent Assembly 
route, we will then be in a position, together with the GVN, 
to. decide what course should be followed. At the next meet- 
ing, we would agree only to the CNR and would reject the 
proposal for subcommittees at the municipal and provincial 
levels. What we want to do is to make counter- proposals 







which will make the DRV delegation go back to Hanoi for 
instructions, but we cannot put ourselves in the position 
of insisting on a military victory. . 

8. General Haig summed up by saying: 

We should keep in mind that the CNR is not a govern- 
ment, it has not real substance. 

— Hanoi's proposal is not acceptable. 

The other side obviously is hurting. 

-- We must not put the other side in a position to say 
that we are opposed to any solution other than a military 
one. President Nixon has laid our position on the line at 
great personal risk and we must go ahead together. 

9/ . President Thieu then said that the GVN had sent us a Memo- 
randum September 13 which covered the GVN position, but had 
subsequently learned that on September 26 Dr. Kissinger had pre- 
sented a proposal which was not in conformity with the GVN position 
He does not know what the status of this is at present. 

10. General Haig replied that in the judgment of both President 
Nixon and Dr. Kissinger, the GVN' s counter-proposal in all 
probability would have broken up the talks. We had discarded 
our procedural proposals in view of the GVN objections . Had the 
talks in fact broken up we would now face a degree of turmoil in 
the United States which would be serious for both of us. President 

,■ Nixon is trying to use the strength he presently has to .maintain our 
posture of support. If he now has to report that President Thieu is 
holding to his September 13 position, we will be faced with very 
great difficulties. 

11. Thieu commented that he did not understand why their Septem- 
ber 13 position would have resulted in a break-up of the talks. 

12. Returning to our proposal. General Haig said that we would 
prefer to go back to the alternative providing for election of a 
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Constituent Assembly and to disregard the other variants. In 
emphasizing the need for a counter-proposal, he emphasized the 
fact that the support for President Nixon's Viet-Nam policy is 
derived not from the fact that Americans have changed their minds 
about the war, but because in spite of it he was able to go to Peking 
and Moscow. A break-up of the talks would certainly have touched 
off polemics and we would have faced an extremely difficult situation. 

13. President Thieu said he would like to make a frank assess- 
ment of the first variant. He has gained the impression that Dr. 
Kissinger does not deign to ^accept GVN views, but wants to go his 
own way. 

14. General Haig replied that he realizes there has been a break- 
down in confidence and it is essential to re-establish that relation- 
ship. Speaking for Dr. Kissinger, General Haig said, I can affirm 
that his long term objective is to maintain a non- communist govern- 
ment in South Viet-Nam and that a short-term objective is to retain 
President Thieu in power. 

15. President Thieu said that he recognizes that Dr. Kissinger 
can set the dates for meetings. The GVN, however, has had very- 
short notices of these meetings. Because of their top secret 
character, knowledge has had to be limited to only a few people 
here.. Dr. Kissinger has a large staff and can work quickly. The 
GVN hasn't a large staff and is not able to work as rapidly as the 
U. S. 

16. President Thieu went on to say that President Nixon's policy 
should be one directed toward the interest of the Vietnamese people, 
not to himself (Thieu). He will never pose a problem about retain- 
ing office, for only under such conditions can there be a reasonable, 
logical solution. He does not want the American people to consider 
him an obstacle to peace. If drastic actions are necessary, these 
must be taken in the interest of the Vietnamese people, not of him 
personally. 

17. Thieu then referred to the question of a counter-proposal to 

the communists. He believed that the GVN proposal on September 13, 
which provided for a CNR of various tendencies to be chosen by 
referendum, to be followed by the election of a President would 
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provide for a new government of national coalition whose composi- 
tion would be based on the proportion of votes each element obtained. 
This seems a rational solution. 

18. General Haig replied that if we now go back to the meetings 
and oppose the DRV proposal (and they have come very far), there 
will be a great danger of a break in the talks. General Haig asked 
why there should be opposition to the proposal which, through the 
requirement for unanimity, provides the GVN with a complete 
veto, 

19. President Thieu said that we do not understand why you con- 
sider this a communist concession.- how many concessions do we 
have to follow? The GVN has been very forthcoming since 1968. 

It has made various proposals and we think we have gone the extra 
mile. There is a basic difference between our views and yours. 

My letter to President Nixon of September 15 set forth clearly our 
views. We think that any proposal should be justifiable to the 
National Assembly and to the people and should recognize the exist- 
ing political structure if we are to maintain political stability, the 
morale of the troops, and the confidence of the people in the U. S. 

20. The three-tier arrangement does not reflect the political 
realities in South Viet- Nam. Why a three- tier? Why not a four 
or five-tier? We could not justify or explain such a proposal to 

the South Vietnamese people. If we go public, the National Assembly 
will see that we have made a proposal not baised on logical grounds 
and lacking in the necessary prestige to seek for peace. 

21. General Haig responded, saying that President Thieu had been 
forthcoming. Because of this, combined with his courage in times 
of crisis , we are where we are today. But we are now arriving at 
a point where the character of the conflict is changing. Why is it 
illogical to characterize the three groups as not reflecting realities ? 
The power and functions of the CNR are held to a minimum and it is 
essential that we keep the talks going. 

22. The Prime Minister said that he wished to refer to the proposal 
for a tripartite CNR. He thought that we should go back to the ex- 
periences of 1945-47. Again in 1963, many people did not understand 

tq^seIc retT^ejnsittve 
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the motive of the military in its overthrow of Diem. The fact 
is that one of the underlying causes was the circulation of rumors 
that Diem was considering entering into a pact with the com- 
munists. In the case of General Duong Van Minh, one of the 
reasons for his overthrow was the circulation of rumors, which 
gained credibility among the military, that he was dealing with 
de Gaulle. The Prime Minister expressed the opinion that an 
arrangement of the kind proposed in the composition of the CNR 
would create similar instability in the military and hence acceptance 
of the formula could not be justified. 

23. The Foreign Minister observed that General Haig had said 
that under the proposed Point 4 formulation, all elements of the 
GVN will be retained. Nevertheless such a government would be 
looked upon as a lackey of the U. S. and would have little power. 

The NLF, on the other hand, would become a power - like the poor 
man who won a sweepstakes. The GVN would, in fact, be a non- 
existent government - what the communists all along have wanted. 

O In Paris the GVN has been accused by the communists of being a 

tool of the U. S. ; if we accept their proposal, it will be confirmation 
of what they have said. 

24. President Thieu commented that if Dr. Kissinger plays the 
role of middleman, he will be confirming that the GVN is a lackey 
of the U. S. Moreover, in working out the technical aspects of the 
proposal, a stalemate would probably result and this would permit 
the communists to throw all the blame on the Americans. The road 
on which, we have engaged is One with no end in sight. . On the other 
hand, if the U. S. tells the DRV, once and for all, that the U. S. 
and the DRV can solve the military problems but that only if the 
DRV and GVN talk together can there be a solution of the political 
deadlock and progress be made. 

25. Nguyen Phu Due asked why the U. S. thinks the DRV has the 
competence to talk about the political situation in South Viet-Nam. 

In August, Dr. Kissinger has said that the U. S. would not ask for 
anymore concessions by the GVN. Have we, therefore, a new view 
of the negotiations? Also in view of the various proposals we have 
put forward, has the U. S. a view of a final settlement or does it 
think we should continue to make counter-proposals ? 
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26. General Haig replied that we have not a view as to the form 
of a settlement, but that we think pressures on the other side are 
such that they may come forward with some acceptable proposal. 
But we are also convinced that we must have a negotiating history 
which demonstrates a forthcoming posture; that we must respond 
to each counter-proposal which will maintain support for the 
President. If the DRY is willing to change tactics, we need to 
explore these changes, but this does not mean we have any inten- 
tion of accepting a communist takeover. 

27. Turning to President Thieu, General Haig said, "What shall 
I tell President Nixon? " 

28. President Thieu replied that a political solution must be based 
on self-determination and the realities of the situation. The U. S. 
has the right to explore military and political problems as between 
the GVN and the DRV, and between the GVN and the NLF, but it 
should not be caught trying to solve the internal problems of South 
Viet-Nam. Under our proposal, he (Thieu) would certainly either 
have to withdraw in the beginning or soon thereafter. 

29. General Haig observed that if we are going to insist on total 
surrender we are in for an indefinite conflict and the will of the 
American people might not sustain such a conflict. We are not 
sure whether the other side wants to find a way out of the conflict 
or pressure us before the elections - we don't want to p re- judge the 
situation, but neither do we want to ignore their proposal. It is 
still totally unacceptable, but we do want to see if there is a chance 
for a break through and this is what we are asking you to do. 

30. President Thieu said that although the GVN and the U. S. have 
not decided when to make public our proposals, we should not fear 

to make them public. The GVN is glad to defend its position and 
believes that the proposals they have suggested are defendable. 

We should not have the erroneous concept that we must save face 
for the DRV or that we should make them lose face. Since they are 
the aggressors, asking them to withdraw is not making them lose 
face. Moreover the GVN has agreed to talk to their creature, the 
NLF. 

31. In 1967-68, Thieu said, he was asked how the NLF could be 
absorbed into the body politic. He had replied, "We are like a 
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sick man. Do not ask us to take too strong a medicine because it 
might be fatal. Although we are not yet fully recovered, we have 
offered to accept the NLF and we think we have indicated a way in 
which to absorb them. In the GVN proposal for a government in 
which participation will be in proportion to the vote cast , we think 
we have accepted the question of how to form a national coalition 
government. We have agreed to this, although it will cause some 
difficulties. " 

32. General Haig expressed appreciation for the time which 
President Thieu and his colleagues had given us. We are, he said, 
apparently on a divergent course. We are not trying to save face 
for the other side, but want to find out whether they are in a mood 
to make concessions. We will both obviously have to reconsider 
our positions. 

33. Thieu remarked that we have encouraged the enemy and have 
discouraged our friends. Does the U. S. still want to defend 
Southeast Asia as it has been doing since 1962? Since 1968, the 
communists have held to their proposals in Southeast Asia which 
in effect amounts to a Laotian solution. How can I explain to the 
people for the tenth time that we have gone the last mile? We are 
on the edge of an abyss. No one demands that anyone in the DRV 
must step down. If President Nixon has to take steps against South 
Viet-Nam, take them against South Viet-Nam, not against Thieu. 

'T will never be an obstacle. " 


34. General Haig replied that there is no thought in our mind that 

j you (Thieu) ought to step down. 

35. After leave taking, the meeting adjourned. President Thieu 
asked General Haig to convey his regards to President Nixon. 




